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introduction
A RISD MID THESIS
BY SOPHIE “FI” ENGEL

Tarot is a portal to the self. It cannot create things,
it only allows you to hear yourself more clearly. There
is no right way to read, play, or use tarot cards, only
the way that feels most natural to you. The things
you see in the cards are reflections of the things
you already know, things you cannot yet say, and
the things you know but don’t want to accept. Our
modern world offers very few moments for self
reflection. Use these cards to spend time with
yourself, to listen to yourself, to witness yourself.
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ace of cups
If you can drink what is put in your cup as it is being
filled, it will never be empty.

6

ace of swords
A butter knife, a shard, a peanut blade, a leatherman,
a rusty nail under a loose floorboard; sometimes
sharpness is hidden behind what seems like dullness.
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ace of wands
Each year is a new awakening, a springing to life, a
rotation, completion, an axis of shared existence.
What is more beautiful than candles on a cake, a
celebration of love and corporal togetherness. A
May full flower moon, milky white, framed through an
open window, wavering clouds, like sheets of gauze,
obscuring and swaying. Soon it will leave on its
travels, to return like you, to the marked spot, a spot
of metaphysical and corporal return. The first step
in a journey away that will bring you right back to
where you are meant to be.
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ace of disks
What if making was a form of thinking? Every object
created, an assumption about the world made
manifest? A commodity is a creation stripped of its
soul. Some wealth is only wealth in the hands of the
person generating it. Define your own worth, and
your own meaning, and root your process in self
reliance. The greatest alchemy is not turning metals
into gold but turning thoughts into things. Create
without hesitation.
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apocalypse
Why is change so hard? We crave motion, activity,
excitement, and yet are enamored by the routines
that make us feel like ourselves. The small daily
habits of conformity to our existence, the planks
that make up the ship that is our being. Take
away the wood piece by piece and replace it with
something new. A painful re-embodiment of your
physical form, of your reality. There are parts of
ourselves that never made it to the age that we are
now. The ground beneath you has never been solid,
but instead always spinning. Awake to the constant
that is change and all ends become beginnings.
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autonomy
In the year 2020 we discovered that crows have
sensory consciousness. What does it mean to
discover something that must have always been
true? What does it mean that an animal we previously
thought wasn’t able to perceive itself is able to
understand its existence enough to think about the
fact that it exists? We know so very little about the
existence and experience that surrounds us, but
does not belong to us.
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collaboration
The first known cat with a name was Nedjem,
from 1479 BC. Nedjem means sweet, pleasant.
Our subjugation of nature and the narrative of
our dominance, blinds us to the interspecies
collaborative relationships we are equal partners
in. Unlike dogs, cats domesticated themselves.
They have chosen their relationship to humans and
maintain those boundaries with their claws.
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community
There is a trend in the Western canon that asks:
“What would happen to man outside the city?” Would
he be a monster? A god? Good? Evil? All of these
questions presuppose an individualistic existence
for humans that has never been reflected in the
way we have organized for survival. We are deeply
interconnected and interdependent. And in this
sense there is only man neglecting or embracing
their community and obligations therein.

20

complexity
It is part of the way that we talk to try to
categorize and understand. The very nature of
language is to parse, categorize, and objectify
experiential information. The reality of the whole,
and the indivisibility of the complexity of its
parts, will always remain more significant to the
pale comparisons we make when we try to over
simplify experiences. Another way of saying this
is that everything is connected. The world and the
summation of its existence, cannot be exacted at
any one point but contemplated as an indivisible and
insurmountable mystery of wholeness.

22

connectedness
True connection is something that is felt and
experienced, but in many ways is unquantifiable.
We are all connected to someone, even if that
connection is one we wish we didn’t have. And we
all go through life making connections. Instead
of thinking of love, lust, or admiration, try framing
the relationships you have in your life in terms of
levels of connectedness. Who makes you feel seen
and understood? Whose success do you take joy
in as equally as they take joy in your success? By
admitting our interdependence on other human
beings we can decide which connections we feed
and which we don’t. We can be directed by the
tightness of our bonds: a lasso of empathy that
ropes us in and reflects back what we see of each
other.
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contamination
Contamination is a form of collaboration. We change
everything we touch and are in turn changed by all
we encounter. Purity is an illusion. Instead, we should
be centering things that thrive when polluted.
When we seek the extremes, utopic conditions, to
find solutions we miss the collaborations between
tainted and newness. What happens in-between, the
mushroom filled crevices in nuclear fallout, is the
miracle of contamination embraced.
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defensiveness
To be defensive means you are expecting harm or
attack. This can often mean you create violence by
trying to prevent violence that hasn’t happened yet.
There is so much we can learn from how we affect
others, but we will never learn it if we continually
deny those the opportunity to truthfully react to our
presence.

28

either/or
There is no way to simplify the complex. There is no
good or bad, right or wrong, with us or against us.
These are false over-simplifications that make it
seem like there is a clear path in front of us, when
instead it is a meandering stream with sinuous
curves and hidden rocks under the rushing water.
When we let go of the idea that things can be wholly
classified as one thing, and let in the true grayness
and ambiguity of all things, we are capable of acting
in accordance with our own needs.

30

empathy
Empathy is opening the window of yourself to let in
the storm another is experiencing.

32

fear of open
conflict
Conflict: when two things come colliding and try to
occupy the same space, asking the other to yield,
standing rigid in inflexibility. You may have been
taught that burying the hatchet is an acceptable
way to move through life, taking arguments,
disagreements, slights, and pushing them deep down
into the earth, but in reality, conflict is a necessary
part of growth. Instead of fearing conflict, you
need to learn how to grow from conflict, and hear
others when they raise concerns, issues, emotions,
perceptions etc. To fear conflict is to fear personal
and communal growth.
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freedom
Maya Angelou knew the truth: that none of us can
be free while some of us are not. If your freedom
comes at the expense of another person, then you
are not truly free, but controlled. Freedom cannot
be understood outside of the community because
it is itself a community structure and a state of
interdependence. If everyone was free, there
wouldn’t be a need for the concept of freedom. To be
free, means others are not free. The independence
and self sufficiency of our neighbors cannot be
extracted from our own independence.
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the future
Why is it easier to imagine the world ending than the
world existing without capitalism? Preoccupation
with the future always comes at the expense of the
present. There is much written about the dynamic
between the three tenses in which we organize the
experiences of our lives. The past is something
which, although contested, is generally agreed upon
to be the spectre of present moments that have
passed. The future, however, is one of the main ways
we manipulate the present and suffering within the
present to seem like it is for the greater good. The
Eugenics movement is a perfect example of a shift in
thinking: from creating a balance of easing suffering
in the present moment, to creating a better future at
the expense of the present. When we start to believe
that the future is the only place that meaningful
action and change can take place, we have forgotten
the less than cinematic reality of our own corporal
existence. Not only have we never been modern, we
will never live in the future, because I’m sure we’ll
find quite unsurprisingly that when we arrive in the
future it will have become the present.
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a gift
A gift is the highest thing of value we can give
someone other than our time and attention.
And those things can be gifts as well. Living in a
capitalistic system we forget that meaning and value
are generated by the connections to others we hold,
not by the profit and consumability of the things we
obtain. If you want to make something that seems
worthless worth something more, give it to someone
who needs it freely without obligation.
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haunted
Your house is the body, the spirit, the daily actions
that take place in each room, the continual
habitation of the corporal world, and the spirit,
a small light moving in routine succession from
bedroom to kitchen to living room to bedroom
to bathroom to kitchen and so forth and so on.
And the house your body is, is haunted by the
spirits of all that you have felt and loved, all
that is an amalgamation of understanding and
misunderstanding that have led to the emotional
carousel of a life lived in feeling. The ghosts that
haunt us are in fact ourselves, fractured like a
cracked mirror, the unknown can only ever be a
reflection of the known not yet illuminated.
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incommensurrability
Draw a square. Label the sides as a whole number
unit. Let’s say 2. Now draw a line connecting the
corners of that square. What is the measure for the
diagonal? It is the square root of 2? It will never
be a whole number if the sides are whole numbers.
The diagonal of the square will never be able to
be measured in the same units as the sides of
the square. Some things, even in the most logical
of systems, cannot be compared or measured
by the same systems. It’s comparing apples and
oranges. Now, imagine a situation you are trying
to measure, trying to understand, to observe. Draw
a square around it. Is the solution you’re looking
for a diagonal? If so, open your mind to alternate
measuring systems, to intuitive layered methods of
understanding. Call in, and expand.
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individualism
When you are tread on, it is not a singular offense.
It is an offense to the network of support, the
community, the world, you live in. Never attach
yourself so strongly to the idea that you are capable
of surviving alone. Everyone needs help. Focus on
finding a team that compliments your strengths and
weaknesses. Ask for opinions and alternative views.
Find the strength and resistance of the collective
instead of the pride and pain at the bottom of the
myth of the individual.

46

innovation
A candle burning on both ends will burn twice as
bright as a candle with one wick, but it will be
consumed in half the time. Innovation is often
framed as a rescue from the drudgery of daily life,
but the luxury of that innovation and the seduction
lies in the present moment.

48`

intuition
We spend so much time searching, reorienting,
directing our lives, reasoning every move we make.
We make lists and plans. But sometimes the truest
sense of direction comes from the invisible strings
that pull us through the tides of life. The inescapable
personal magnetism that orients us to our
surroundings, much like a compass needle swinging
freely, waiting for us to turn the compass and accept
due north.
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narrative
What is a narrative other than a point of view?
And how many points of view make up this earth?
We use narratives to organize our experiences, to
understand ourselves and the actions of others, but
we must never forget that a story, even one about
the things we have experienced, is just a story and
there are many other ways to tell the same story from
many other points of view. Ask yourself what the
narrative would look like from someone’s else’s point
of view. Practice listening instead of fantasizing.
Practice expanding instead of shutting down.
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negative capability
We choose how we categorize the experiences
we have. So many of those experiences are about
uncertainty, ambiguity, mystery, doubt. These are the
qualities that give immense depth and meaning, the
very texture of beauty to life. When we search only to
rid our experiences of these nuances, we eradicate
the infuriating quality of all things. Life can be both
itself and its opposite at the same time.
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neighbors
Neighbors are how we know that we are human.
Your neighbors are not just those that live directly
next to or across from you—they are the people who
go to the same park as you, who panhandle at the
corner of your street, they are the ants that march
across your windowsill, and the spiders that eat the
flies that are blown through open windows. We are
interconnected and interdependent more than we
would like to believe. We must accept that our truest
salvation and independence lies in our respect and
complicity in building strong communities of those
we are in closest proximity to, that we share the
earth most closely with.
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objectivity
What could be more harmful, more prideful, more
unrealistic than the idea that there is in fact
objective truth? The miracle of synchronicity and
communication should not be given the same name
as objectivity. Find every ruler that you have, every
yard stick, measuring tape, cutting mat. Measure all
your measuring devices, down to the infinitesimal
inch. Objectivity is an approximation from a relative
point. It is one person standing, staring at an optical
illusion, assuming that the description they are
giving of what they see is what everyone sees. It is
not. The beauty in this world comes from aligning
yourself with the subjective truth of each individual
experience. Assume everyone you meet and interact
with sees the world completely differently than you
do. How wild, exciting, and terrifying. Embrace the
chaotic beauty of consciousness and the shades of
experience that color it.
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one right way
There is nothing more limiting to one’s intelligence
and ability to perceive and understand the world
than being misled to believe that there is only one
right way to do something. The world is complex
and always changing. If you are comforted by
thinking that you have discovered the right way
to do something, or the right way for someone else
to do something, you are depriving yourself of an
opportunity to learn and perceive the multifaceted
beauty of experience.
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ordinariness
When I would get overwhelmed, upset, or anxious,
my mother would tell me to have a cup of tea.
“Everything’s better after a good cup of tea.” The
warm salve that could be rubbed on any problem. An
ode to the tiny rituals in our lives, the sensations
that define our experiences and the gentle smallness
of the present moment. There is no largeness to
the moments that make up the majority of our lives.
Finding beauty in the ordinary is to find meaning in
the fabric that holds us and our glittering dreams
together.
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paternalism
It might seem like a natural next step that if we know
what is best for ourselves we must know what is best
for others. But there couldn’t be a further thing from
the truth.
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perfectionism
I always wonder if one knew what perfection was,
truly, why anyone would think themselves capable
of obtaining it. If there does exist some ideal form
of everything out there, that defines the confines
of perfection, there is nothing in my experience of
being human that indicates that flesh is capable
of producing perfection—only gestures towards
it. Beyond the unattainability, the myth, the lie, of
perfection, is the fact that more often than not
people believe that they must achieve perfection
alone. In reality, there is nothing in life that is not
achieved without a community, without a team, and
any examples to the contrary play to enumerate the
cult of the genius: that success happens alone.
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power hoarding
There are so many things we have been taught by the
systemic greed of others that we take for granted.
All power should be shared equally among those
who generate it. Power grows when it is shared. It
is never limited, only hoarded. There is more value in
sharing power than there is in hiding it away. Aim to
be equal, not above others.
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progress
To take a step forward, to move, to advance, to
discover, and innovate. The wheel turns forever
forwards, and those who get in the way will be
destroyed. The violent advancement of the good
of society, the power of society. We shoot a rocket
from point A to point B and that rocket goes half
the distance. To get across the distance, from this
point let’s call it C to point B, it must travel half
that distance, let’s call it D and now that the rocket
has arrived at point D it must still travel half the
distance of point D to point B, let’s call this point
E, and so on and so forth. The wheel of progress, a
paradoxical loop of profit and harm and never-ending
advancement in the name of advancement itself. If
progress will happen regardless of who it hurts, we
must ask what is it exactly that we are progressing
and do we ever expect it to reach point B? Or are
we content with the spectacle of progress, the
traversing from one side to the other?
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projections
Projection is both a verb and a noun. It is the thing
we throw forward or backward onto things, people,
and situations. There is the literal sense in which
the entertainment we imbibe is a projection of
the world we live in. We know that it is separate
and distinct, and yet we compare it, and integrate
modes of thinking we perceive from it, into our daily
lives. We project what is projected to us back onto
the world. It is very difficult to discern if we are
reacting to projections of ourselves and our own
thinking or something that genuinely exists in the
world. Projections cloud our reality like specters
of our hopes, fears, and dreams. To see clearly is to
abandon what we think we perceive, by recognizing
the interiority of our own minds, and accepting a
reality absent of our own innerworkings.
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quantity over
quality
Technology’s allure rests on the fact that it can
complete, connect, and compute, at a rate and an
amount that a person is unable to compete with.
We can be faster, more connected, more this, more
that. But the reality of putting preference in the
numbers of connections that can be made instead
of the quality of those connections, is felt in the
growing number of acquaintances that social media
allows you to collect while your personal connections
wither from lack of personalized and quality
attention. Sometimes we fear that we will not have
enough, and dream that more will solve this problem,
as if abundance lies in a sum total and not in the
integrity of the parts.
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right to comfort
Discomfort is the foundation of all growth and
learning. Value those who push you to grow. Value
those who push the limits of what feels intellectually
safe to you. Instead of searching for your own
comfort, your own standing, look at the discomfort
and the suffering of others as your suffering too.
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subversion
Find the boundary. Find the wall. Find what is above
and what is below. Observe, watch, and calculate. To
subvert, you need to orient. Now what is down is up
and what is up is down. Build an empire, but build it
down.
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systems
We understand systems inherently. We may not call
them systems, or be aware of the theory, but on
some level we are aware that we participate in many
systems by virtue of our own existence. It is the
nature of systems to be outside the control of an
individual, but to offer a theory as to why things
happen the way they do. No individual within an
unethical system is capable of acting ethically,
which is another way of saying that when we
blame individuals we miss the opportunity to take
responsibility as a community. When you want to
know why something is the way it is, keep asking
why until you’ve reached the largest understandable
container to organize the information.
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the star
There is a pale sliver of moonlight, like a candle
burning in the distance. A thin wavering light, a warm
glow in inky darkness of the dead of night. The water,
a slick black vortex. Walking into the ocean like
walking off a cliff, only the air, the water, supports
you and you fly. The after and before condensing and
there you are suspended in candlewick moonlight
over a chasm of endless unknowns, flying, weightless.
The ocean floor, a wound, buried in salt water, and
you are now a part of all of this, and all of this is just
a beginning. Something that is nothing. A return to
the darkest and lightest parts of yourself. Continue.
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the tower
When humans cease to exist, whenever that is, let’s
say tomorrow, there are a series of events that will
happen. Domesticated animals will die, power plants
will stop producing power with no one to run them,
and the 443 nuclear power plants around the globe
will suffer catastrophic meltdowns worse than the
Chernobyl disaster: all within 10-30 days. Even
when there are no humans left to suffer, the world
will suffer all the same. A reminder that our actions
affect more than ourselves and are not extricable
from the environment they take place in.
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the moon
In tandem with the sun, the moon controls our tides,
its distance from us, pulling sometimes gently and
sometimes violently on all bodies of water, calling
them home. It is the planetary body that guides us
through the dark and accompanies us as we dream.
It is as easy to fall in love in the moonlight as it is to
be led astray.
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the sun
Life is not possible without the sun. It is a simple
fact. But the sun is possible without life. In fact,
the sun itself is on a journey out of existence in
a similar way all living things are. One day it will
die, just as every living thing on planet earth will
die. Its existence and sheer indifference to our
existence characterizes the paradoxical nature of
our relationship to the star at the center of our
universe. It represents both joy and the freedom
to enjoy nature, while simultaneously representing
unadulterated cruelty and indifference.
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time
Is there any time other than now? Is there only now?
Moment after moment passing, existing in the now
and disappearing like sand into more sand once it’s
gone. Is all time equal? Each minute, like a volume
of measurement, taking up a specified length. The
happy moments seem so fleeting, and the difficult
ones, like viscous fluid, like walking through air
replaced with honey. Time, the way we understand it,
has less to do with laws of the universe and more to
do with an industrialized mechanism to measure and
synchronize.
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to believe
There are so many things we whisper to ourselves
through our days. Waking and dreaming, we are
constantly whispering. Even in the silence. If we
listen very closely, we can start to discern the
narrative belief systems that underlie our every
action. The things we’ve told ourselves about
ourselves, the things that we may never have said
loud enough to discuss, question, or parse out,
are inherently part of our core. Our openness and
willingness to believe things that we have not
experienced is determined by the communities
that we live in. To believe in the things that haunt
us, affect us, touch us, but that we cannot see
or understand takes courage. There is more to be
discovered, to move through, to find. What a truly
limited world to live in where we are surrounded by
only knowable things. Believe in what you cannot
see, cannot explain, and embrace the curiosity that
mystery inspires instead of skepticism.
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to rest
Any work plan that does not include rest is not a
good work plan. Work necessitates rest. Creation
necessitates rest. Existence necessitates rest. Rest
is not an addendum or a footnote, it is a vital and
essential part of any process that involves human
beings.
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to seek
We are all searching. There are just those of us who
are aware of what we are searching for and those
of us who remain oblivious to the object of our true
desire. But regardless of our awareness, we are
drawn like a moth to a flame, to the origin of our
interest. When we look for guides which are outside
of ourselves to figure out where we should go next,
we ignore the reality that every choice and action we
take leads us eventually to our individual beacon. We
cannot avoid the truth of this journey, or redirect.
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to surrender
Surrender is about power. It is not a defeat. It is
an awakening to the present, to who we are in this
moment. We empty ourselves of ourselves, of our
hopes for the future, attachment to the past and
allow ourselves to be redirected, changed, moved,
altered by the world, by our world, by admitting we
belong to it and in it. Control is something we are
taught to crave, to chase, to respect, but it is an
illusion. We don’t want to admit what is right in front
of us, what is inside of us, because we fear being
powerless, but we are always powerless, and to be
aware, is to truly witness without the blinders of
hope, narrative, fear, a pendulum swinging from the
earth’s gravitational pull. Surrender means to see
clearly: to empty yourself of what you think you want,
what you think you need, and make space for what is
meant for you.
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to witness
The greatest gift we can give another living being
(person, animal, tree, etc.) is to witness it. Too often
we think that our purpose is to help, to fix, to save,
when the reality another life inhabits can only be
seen when we do not attempt to change anything
about that reality. We experience the truest nature
of all things when we allow that nature to be
unadulterated. When we accept what is in front of us,
and witness it in its wholeness.
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urgency
If you live every moment like your home is on fire you
are unlikely to think calmly. Urgency is something
that requires immediate action, so immediate that
all present action becomes part of future action.
You cannot be responsible for the present moment
when the outcome of events is so urgent that it
requires your full attention, planning, consciousness,
and focus. When your house is burning, nothing
matters more than putting out the fire. If every time
someone lights a match to illuminate the darkness,
the suffering, the things you weren’t aware of
before, you see the same urgency of the fire that
would burn down your house, you’ll never be able to
help illuminate all the darkness. Lend your light, don’t
fight it, and don’t take every spark to be a wildfire.
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worship of the
written word
We are obsessed with the written word. We take the
ability to write and read, to record, to measure, and
to speculate based on those recordings, as proof
of experience, or proof of truth. The reality of our
experience is that it is made up of skills that cannot
be quantified as easily as the number of words in
an essay. The written word can be beautiful, useful,
freeing, and exhilarating, but when you start to
conflate the idea of truth with what is written down
and studied, you close yourself off from experiences
that have never been recorded, thoughts that have
never been written, skills you have not witnessed or
learned from. The written word is a tool that should
be used as a community, not at the expense of the
other tools we have.
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“

A light here required a shadow
there.

”

To The Lighthouse
Virgina Woolf

how to use the
lighthouse spread
This is one method, among many. Take what
works, leave what doesn’t. Shuffle the cards while
contemplating what it is that you want to focus your
reading on. Try to illuminate the situation within
yourself, filling a deep pool with the weight of your
thoughts. The cards can’t tell you the future, but
they can tell you things you already know but don’t
know how to communicate to yourself. When you are
ready, say your question out loud, and place the first
card, representing you or whoever your question
concerns at the center of the lighthouse. The next
two cards go in the beams of the lighthouse. They
represent different paths, not wrong or right, but
different directions, illuminated all the same. Keep
drawing cards to show more options as needed.
Repeat, change, restructure as needed.
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